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Introduction: assessment in the traditional classroom
 In the traditional classroom students are normally expected to demonstrate their mastery of the 
subject matter, usually the knowledge that their teacher has passed on to them, by taking examinations, 
writing essays, doing quizzes and in higher education perhaps by producing a dissertation. The 
students are graded according to how much information they have retained accurately and possibly 
on how much extra knowledge on the topic they have researched on their own and can reproduce in 
the examination or essay paper. They are taught about the life of, say, Henry VIII and that is what the 
test questions will be about. The students will write as well as they are able on that subject and would 
not expect to find questions about Charles I, in fact there would be consternation should a question or 
two about him slip in by mistake. On the teacher’s part, he or she expects to find that the student has 
written about Henry and nobody else, unless intimately connected with him, and the student would 
probably lose marks and be graded down if too much superfluous information were included.    
 This is also true of the foreign language classroom. There are certain expectations related to 
assessment on the part of both the teacher and the student. The student expects to be taught that 
which will be relevant to the examination and not to be tested on anything else. The completed 
examination paper is the product of the student’s course.
 Another aspect of a course of study is the process by which the student masters the content of the 
course. He or she may attend school three times a week for six hours or study at home with a text 
book. There are, naturally, as many variations on this process as there are teachers and students but 
in the traditional classroom, the student is expected to come to class a certain number of times and 
sit and listen to the teacher and thereby absorb the knowledge that he or she is expected to retain. 
He may also be advised to study at home, perhaps in the library or in the company of peers, and 
encouraged to do a number of other activities to enhance the retention of and broaden the knowledge 
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passed on to him by his teacher. Until very recently, however, a student would have been very surprised 
to be assessed on these and other working methods. Apart from checking attendance and homework, 
the teacher would not normally have been concerned about the ‘process’ aspect except for schools 
where it is mandatory for students to attend a certain percentage of classes and turn in a set amount 
of homework in order to get their grades. It would have been an unusual teacher indeed who worried 
whether the students collaborated equally when helping each other with their studies, if they spent 
one hour or two at the library together, or if in fact they fell asleep at the library and didn’t study at 
all. 
 In such classrooms it is overwhelmingly the ‘product’ rather than the ‘process’ which is evaluated. 
It is also important to mention that it is invariably the teacher who assesses and not the student. This 
is what is considered to be ‘fair’ by all concerned. 
The non-traditional classroom.
 This brings us to consider what happens in the non-traditional classroom where students are 
working on projects in groups, in this case the Project-based Learning (PBL) classroom. What is 
going to be assessed?  Will we assess the process of group work, the product, or both and will each 
aspect be weighted differently? How can we make sure that it is a fair assessment? What criteria will 
be used to assess the aspects of group work that we are interested in and who will apply the assessment 
criteria and determine the grades? How will marks be distributed: a group mark, individual marks or a 
combination of the two?
 These questions are the reason that many people, both students and teachers sometimes mistrust 
group projects. Teachers feel that it must be difficult to ensure that they are rewarding each group 
member appropriately, that some contributions will be undervalued whilst others may be over-
rewarded. Students, on the other hand, may be nervous about totally committing their efforts to a 
project if they feel that the credit will be shared by less able or less deserving colleagues. Others may 
fail to see the point of group work, be unable to be sure of what is expected of them and believe the 
assessment methods to be invalid or simply unfair. 
 This emphasizes the importance of the design of the method of assessment so as to capture the 
benefits of group work and avoid the pitfalls. As the following points out:
 Group work, under proper conditions, encourages peer learning and peer support and many studies 
validate the efficacy of peer learning. Under less than ideal conditions, group work can become the 
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vehicle for acrimony, conflict and freeloading. It may also impose a host of unexpected stresses on, for 
example, students with overcrowded schedules living long distances from the university.
(University of Wollongong assessment policy, 2002)
 On the plus side, there are educational benefits to group work when the students are working 
cooperatively towards a common goal. Studying collaboratively has been shown to directly enhance 
learning and employers value the teamwork and other skills that group work can develop. This, and 
other issues concerning group work under Project-based Learning conditions, has been discussed in an 
earlier paper by the author. (Williams, 2009) 
What will be assessed? The process and the product.  
 During the past five years that the author has been implementing PBL in her English language 
classrooms we have increasingly moved away from traditional paper and pencil tests and towards more 
‘authentic’ assessment methods. 
 In these classes the students are expected to work in groups towards producing a ‘project’, a 
research report which is a collection of written work in English based on a topic which the group 
members choose at the beginning of the course. This is the final product, but along the way there are 
also a number of secondary products. Halfway through the semester and again at the end of the course 
the students make presentations, of which the final one is expected to be more detailed. During the 
course the students are also expected to keep journals of the work that they do and in particular they 
are told to note down any problems or successes they have with English. We are timetabled for one 
ninety minute lesson a week and at the beginning of each lesson the students have to tell the class 
what work, if any, they have done on their project during the past week, and what they want to be 
getting on with during the lesson. The students are expected to do this in English although it is very 
difficult for them in the beginning. As our classes are usually quite small, between eight and twelve 
students, this part of the lesson only takes, at the most, about thirty minutes after which everybody is 
free to work on their projects.  
 In these classes the students are not normally required to stay in the classroom. They may go and 
work in the computer room, go to the library or go off and conduct interviews with other students or 
teachers. This time working together is very valuable as many students live at some distance from the 
college and find it difficult to get together with the other members of their group. 
 The class meets again for about twenty minutes at the end of the lesson and all students who have 
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not left the campus to work on their project have to come back and tell the class what they have been 
doing and also what they intend to do in the coming week. This also has to be done in English. The 
final written project, the two presentations and the journal entries all have to be in English. 
 So, as can be seen from the above three paragraphs, the students have a lot of free time when they 
are not under the watchful eye of the teacher. While they are not entirely delinquent, it was worrying. 
Were they really in the library or were they off having a coffee somewhere? It was difficult to let go of 
the reins. Not only that but how could the teacher know whether a few hard working members were 
not being taken advantage of by the shirkers? 
 Assessing this process – evaluating individual teamwork skills and interaction, is an integral part of 
PBL. The criteria adopted was a list of skills based on the adoption of complementary team roles, co-
operative behavior, time and task management, creative problem solving, the use of a range of working 
methods and negotiation. To avoid the problems touched on above the author decided to incorporate 
peer evaluation and self evaluation in addition to her own. It was felt that this would be beneficial in 
a number of ways, namely, to help clarify criteria to be used for assessment, to encourage a sense of 
involvement and responsibility on the part of the students, to possibly assist students to develop skills 
in independent judgement, to provide detailed feedback to students, to provide experience parallel to 
career situations where group judgement is made and finally to assist the author in her assessments. 
 In order to assess these various aspects of the course the author decided to apply a number of 
performance rubrics to assess the key areas of the final research report, and the two presentations. 
Using rubrics to assess student performance
 In ESL/EFL rubrics are fast becoming an extremely popular form of authentic assessment of 
student performance in a wide variety of educational contexts, especially those where the teacher must 
assess criteria which are complex and subjective. Basically, a rubric is a fixed measurement scale and 
a set of criteria that are used to differentiate between levels of proficiency or degrees of quality. They 
can act also as communication devices in that they can convey to students what they need to learn and 
what they need to do to reach their targets. This type of assessment is geared towards methods which 
correspond as nearly as possible to a person’s experience in the real world.  It was originally developed 
in the arts and apprenticeship systems where assessment has always been based on performance.
 The advantages of using rubrics in assessment are that they:
◦　Allow assessment to be more objective and consistent
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◦　Focus the teacher to clarify his/her criteria in specific terms
◦　Clearly show the student how their work will be evaluated and what is expected
◦　Promote student awareness about the criteria to use in assessing peer performance
◦　Provide useful feedback regarding the effectiveness of the instruction
Provide benchmarks against which to measure and document progress
　Rubrics can be designed in a variety of forms and levels of complexity but they all have certain 
common characteristics which:
◦　Focus on a the measurement of a stated objective
◦　Use range to rate performance
◦　 Contain specific performance characteristics arranged in levels indicating the degree to which 
a standard has been met
 The rubric is a formative type of assessment because it becomes an ongoing part of the whole 
teaching and learning process. The students themselves become involved in the process through both 
peer and self assessment and as the students become familiar with rubrics they can assist in the design 
process. Involvement in the assessment process empowers the students and results in their learning 
becoming more focused and self-directed.
 The appendix contains examples of very simple rubrics that I am using in one of my English 
courses based on those given in Litz’s paper on student-directed assessment. (Litz, 2007) Litz points 
out that rubrics can be either holistic or analytic. He explains,
 Holistic rubrics provide an overall impression of the elements of quality in a student’s work. They 
are utilized when minor errors in part of the process can be tolerated and in instances when tasks 
require students to create some sort of response but there is no definitive, correct answer. Moreover, 
the score reported using a holistic rubric is on the overall quality, proficiency or understanding of the 
content as this type of rubric involves assessment on a uni-dimensional level. (Litz, 2007)
He goes on to compare this with the characteristics of an analytic rubric:
 Analytic rubrics indicate the level of performance of a student’s work on two or more separate 
elements of quality. They are preferred when a focused response is required and individualistic 
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creativity is not expected to be a major feature of the students’ responses. They also result initially 
in several scores, followed by a summed total score. Their use represents assessment on a multi-
dimensional level. (Litz, 2007)
 Rubrics recommended for use in the classroom are analytic rubrics because we can break down 
the tasks into separate categories for assessment. For example, an analytic rubric for the final 
written ‘project book’ could contain the criteria for six categories; content, organization, vocabulary 
and spelling, grammar and punctuation, depth of research and use of a variety of resources. This 
breakdown allows teachers to students to learn by giving them more specific feedback. 
 As mentioned above, holistic rubrics use multiple criteria but they combine the criteria to arrive 
at a single score. For example, the criteria for an oral presentation may include eye contact with the 
audience, body posture, use of notes and delivery. These would be scored as a whole with one overall 
score. 
 Writing rubrics can be a very challenging task facing a teacher but the efforts receive substantial 
reward. The use of rubrics increases the student’s sense of fairness about their results and lessens the 
amount of complaining over final grades. Rubrics acknowledge that there is a subjective aspect to 
grades whilst at the same time providing an accurate, precise and objective tool for feedback. 
Who is to do the assessment?
 There are many examples of instructors using self- and peer-assessment of both process and product 
of group work in PBL. In addition to this many teachers involve their students in constructing and 
drawing up their rubrics before embarking on the tasks to be assessed. This has a number of positive 
effects on the students including a more accurate self evaluation of strengths and weaknesses and a 
better ability to pin-point areas that need to be improved. This process is referred to in Stix, (1997) as 
negotiable contracting. Also, Litz and Smith (2004) show that adult ESL/EFL students who engaged 
in negotiable contracting enjoyed having the opportunity to use the target language to analyze and 
discuss the rubric construction process. Students were also able to develop a clearer picture of the task 
and their teacher’s expectations. 
 In my class the author decided to design the rubrics for any written work herself, and then later 
discuss them with the students. It was also felt that a certain amount of leeway would be appropriate 
and that, on one hand, if the students objected strongly to any of the criteria they could argue for 
adjustments to be made. On the other hand, the author was open to any suggestions for other criteria 
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to be added in. The only reason for doing this was the student’s extremely low level of English. It was 
felt that it would be too time consuming to involve students in the creation of all of the rubrics and 
that it would be very difficult for them to assess another student’s written work because of their low 
ability in the target language, but they were involved in much more of the creative process with the 
rubrics for the presentations and the process aspect of the group work. 
 For the same reasons, the author alone assessed the written products; the journals, the written notes 
for the presentations and the final project book, but the presentations were peer assessed.
 The author also felt it would be valuable to include a certain amount of self assessment and rubrics 
were developed to allow the students to assess both their abilities in the process and product aspects of 
the work. The results of this and other assessments will be published in a later study. 
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Criteria Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4
Task 
Completion
Information was 
either missing, not 
needed or off task. 
Task was 
completed but 
could be better. 
Some information 
is needed and 
some was on- task
Task was 
completed well. 
Most of the 
information was 
needed and ontask.
Excellent. All 
Information was 
needed and on 
task.
Organization
Poor organization 
of ideas, No 
paragraphs and 
sentence markers 
Little organization 
of ideas. 
Paragraphs and  
sentence markers 
were used but with 
some errors
Good organization 
of ideas. Good use 
of paragraphs and 
sentence markers.
Excellent 
organization 
of ideas, use of 
paragraphs and 
sentence markers 
Vocabulary & 
Spelling
Poor use and range 
of vocabulary. 
Many spelling 
errors
Adequate (fair) 
use of vocabulary. 
Some spelling 
errors persist
Good use of 
vocabulary. A few 
spelling errors.
Excellent use of 
vocabulary. No 
spelling errors.
Grammar and 
Punctuation
Poor use of 
grammar and 
punctuation. Many 
errors.
Adequate (fair) use 
of grammar and 
punctuation. Some 
errors still present.  
Good use of 
grammar and 
punctuation. A 
few errors
Excellent use of 
grammar and 
punctuation. 
This rubric could be used for both individual and group work assessment.
 (Adapted from Litz (2007)
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Conclusion  
 In the PBL classroom, authentic assessment practices are vital to the process of learning. Not only 
does the teacher need to teach content but also teach and eventually assess the use of knowledge 
and skills as the students go about problem-solving activities. Since they are aimed at measuring 
practices such as collaboration, communication, problem-solving and teamwork in addition to subject 
matter, performance-based assessments are more diverse than traditional ones. These practices require 
assessments that capture the process of learning not only the end result. 
 Rubrics are an effective tool in evaluating student performance in areas that may be too complex 
and vague to be evaluated by traditional examinations and tests. Stakeholders, the students, are given 
clear information assessment and instructional objectives. Teachers, too, find that rubrics help clarify 
their goals, expectations and focus and may even be able to reduce their paperwork.  
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Fig. .　An example of a skeleton rubric for assessing student’s ESL/EFL presentations using 
alternative scales and assessment criteria. 
Limited  Developing Proficient Advanced Exemplary
Uses visual 
aids clearly and 
effectively
Communicates 
and stress main 
points
Body posture 
projects 
confidence and 
authority
Makes 
consistent eye 
contact
Uses correct 
pronunciation 
and rhythms
Accurate use of 
vocabulary and 
grammar
Descriptors can be added to depict what students do as they develop the expertise needed to complete their 
presentations. 
(Adapted from Markham, Larmer and Ravitz, 2003)
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Authentic Assessment Practices in Project-based Learning.
Susan M. Williams　
 In the traditional classroom situation students normally demonstrate the extent of their 
understanding of the coursework by taking examinations, writing essays or producing dissertations. 
When a non-traditional teaching method, in this case Project-based Learning is employed, such 
assessment practices are no longer satisfactory on their own. Because of the nature of PBL, alternative 
forms of assessment must be developed to meet the particular needs of this method which can capture 
not only the end products of the course but also the process of learning. In this study the author 
introduces a number of alternative assessment practices and their implementation in the university 
EFL/ESL classroom. 
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